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PRELOAD PISTON ACTUATOR 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates generally to hydraulic actua 
tors for vibration testing equipment, and more particularly to 
a double-acting piston actuator having a ?oating piston 
assembly positioned at one end of a piston rod. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Various methods and systems have been adopted in the 
vibration testing industry to simulate vibration and shock 
environments. There is a Wide range of potential uses for 
such methods and systems, from earthquake simulators to 
the development of vibration-tolerant product designs. For 
example, a number of industries use vibration testing for 
determining their products’ effectiveness and longevity 
When subjected to these environmental extremes. Vibration 
testing may be conducted to verify that a speci?c design Will 
survive in its intended vibration environment, or to screen 
out defective parts at an early stage in the manufacturing 
process. 

Vibration testing has traditionally been done With the test 
article restrained to move in a single axis. HoWever, it has 
been shoWn that vibration testing in three mutually exclusive 
axes simultaneously can simulate real World conditions 
better than single axis testing. Therefore, to better simulate 
real World conditions, it is often desirable to use multiple 
axis, multiple degree-of-freedom vibration test ?xtures. 
One such multiple-axis, multiple-degree-of-freedom 

vibration test ?xture is disclosed in US. Pat. No. 5,343,752 
to Woyski et al., and illustrated herein as FIGS. 1 and 2. The 
?xture 10 includes a normally horiZontal upper ?xture base 
12, supported by three sets of upWardly extending pairs of 
rigid support arms 14, 16, 18. The support arms are mounted 
to a rigid stationary loWer base 20 so as to accommodate 
vibration motion of the upper base in both the vertical plane 
and the horiZontal plane. A hydraulic vibration actuator 
module 22 is af?xed to each support arm, each module 
having a double-acting piston actuator assembly 24 recip 
rocating along a horiZontal axis and a double-acting piston 
actuator assembly 26 reciprocating along a vertical axis. 
This permits the vibration table to be vibrated along 
orthogonal x and y-axes and rotated With a Z-axis rotation in 
the horiZontal plane by corresponding combinations of 
vibration of the three horiZontal piston actuator assemblies. 
Separately, components of vertical forces are induced by the 
three sets of vertical piston actuator assemblies to oscillate 
the table in various combinations of pitch, yaW or heave 
orientations in the vertical plane, combined With horiZontal 
plane movement. 

Each of the hydraulic piston actuator assemblies has a 
split-piston design, Wherein a pair of pistons are aligned 
along a common axis of vibration, and opposite end portions 
of the pistons project outWardly from opposite sides of the 
actuator housing. The pistons each reciprocate in a corre 
sponding cylinder contained internally Within the actuator 
housing as hydraulic ?uid acts on ends of the pistons. 

Although the split-piston actuator design has certain 
advantages, it has been found that there are some disadvan 
tages associated With this design, especially in longer stroke 
applications (i.e. greater than 4 inches). Longer strokes often 
create higher side or bending loads on the actuator When 
used in multi-degree of freedom machines. Various features 
of the split-piston actuator design result in relatively poor 
side load capability in the longer stroke applications. For 
example, in order to accommodate such longer strokes, the 

10 

15 

25 

35 

45 

55 

65 

2 
overall length of the actuator must be increased, and the side 
loads on the actuator become extremely difficult to handle. 
Additionally, the split-piston actuator design does not alloW 
the piston rod diameter to be changed in order to improve the 
side load capability of the actuator. Since the hydraulic ?uid 
acts on one end of the piston rod, the diameter of the piston 
rod is determined by the required actuator force. Moreover, 
the bearings supporting each of the pistons in the split-piston 
actuator design are relatively close together, thus intensify 
ing the existing problems associated With the side load 
capability of the actuator. 

Consequently, a need exists for an improved hydraulic 
vibration actuator capable of addressing the disadvantages 
associated With the prior art actuator designs identi?ed 
above. More speci?cally, a need exists for a hydraulic 
vibration actuator having increased side load capability for 
use in long stroke vibration testing applications. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention, therefore, provides an improved 
hydraulic actuator designed to minimiZe the disadvantages 
associated With the prior art actuator designs, particularly 
those arising When used in vibration test equipment requir 
ing a long stroke capability. The hydraulic actuator accord 
ing to the present invention includes a central actuator 
housing having a bore extending through the housing. A 
primary piston is provided Within the bore, for reciprocating 
movement therein. The movement of the primary piston is 
controlled by a hydraulic servo valve. On one end of the 
primary piston, a ?oating piston assembly is provided. The 
?oating piston assembly includes a preload piston, axially 
aligned With the primary piston. The preload piston has an 
effective piston area greater than the effective piston area of 
the primary piston. Hydraulic ?uid from the servo valve 
pressuriZes the preload piston to alloW the overall length of 
the actuator to adjust for small changes in distance betWeen 
the mating surfaces of a structure When the structure tilts or 
rotates With respect to the actuator centerline. Additionally, 
pad bearings are provided on opposite ends of the actuator 
to transfer reciprocating motion of the primary piston into 
vibrational motion of a test ?xture When the actuator is 
mounted betWeen mating surfaces of the ?xture. One pad 
bearing is coupled to one end of the primary piston and 
another pad bearing is coupled to one end of the preload 
piston. 

In one embodiment, a preload piston having a smaller 
diameter than the actuator rod is located Within a bore at one 
end of the primary piston. Alternatively, a separate housing 
may be coupled to one end of the primary piston, With the 
preload piston reciprocatingly provided Within a bore of the 
housing, extending into the housing from one end thereof. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

These and other features and advantages of the present 
invention Will be appreciated as the same become better 
understood by reference to the folloWing Detailed Descrip 
tion When considered in connection With the accompanying 
draWings, Wherein: 

FIG. 1 is a semi-schematic front elevation vieW of a prior 
art multiple-axis, multiple degree-of-freedom vibration test 
?xture using a split-piston actuator design; 

FIG. 2 is a semi-schematic top vieW taken along line 2—2 
of FIG. 1; 

FIG. 3 is a top elevation vieW of an embodiment of a 
hydraulic actuator according to the present invention; 
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FIG. 4 is a partial cross-sectional side elevation vieW of 
the hydraulic actuator of FIG. 3; 

FIG. 5 is a cross-sectional side elevation vieW of an 
alternate embodiment of the hydraulic actuator according to 
the present invention; 

FIG. 6 is a side elevation vieW of the hydraulic actuator 
of FIG. 5 With an externally mounted hydraulic servo valve; 

FIG. 7 is a semi-schematic top elevation vieW of a 
multiple degree-of-freedom vibration test ?xture using the 
hydraulic actuator of FIG. 3; and 

FIG. 8 is a semi-schematic side elevation vieW of the 
vibration test ?xture of FIG. 7 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

Referring noW to FIGS. 3 and 4, one embodiment of the 
hydraulic piston actuator 30 according to the present inven 
tion is illustrated. The actuator 30 generally includes a 
central housing 32 having a bore 34 extending through the 
housing, a double-acting primary piston 36 located Within 
the bore for reciprocating motion therein, and a hydraulic 
servo valve 38 (FIG. 6) attached to the housing 32 for 
controlling the movement of the primary piston 36 along 
axis 37. A pair of bearings 40 are used to support the 
reciprocating motion of the primary piston 36 and are 
aligned With, and coupled to, the housing at sides 32A, 32B. 
The primary piston 36 includes an actuator rod 42 having a 
pair of opposed ends 41, 43 extending outWardly from 
opposite sides 32A, 32B of the central housing bearings 40. 
A ?oating piston assembly 44, having a preload piston 46, is 
provided at end 41 of the actuator rod 42. HoWever, the 
preload piston 46 has an effective area that is greater than the 
effective area of the primary piston 36. For example, the 
preload piston 46 may have an effective area of approxi 
mately 12.57 square inches and the primary piston 36 an 
effective area of approximately 11.25 square inches for a 
dynamic stroke of approximately 10 inches. 

Apair of pad bearings 48 are located on opposite ends of 
the actuator 30. When the actuator is installed in a vibration 
test ?xture, an outer surface 50 of each pad bearing 48 
engages a rigid mating surface of the vibration test ?xture 
support system to transfer the reciprocating motion of the 
actuator to the test ?xture (FIG. 7). One of the pad bearings 
is coupled to end 43 of the actuator rod and the other pad 
bearing is coupled to an end 52 of the preload piston 46. The 
pad bearings 48 may be coupled to the actuator rod by any 
means Well knoWn in the art, such as With fasteners 54. 

In a presently preferred embodiment, pad bearings 48 are 
self-aligning pad bearings, Which include a convex spherical 
end 56 and a mating concave spherical cup 58. The spherical 
ends 56 of the pad bearings are free to slide or rotate relative 
to the spherical cups 58, Which provides the self-aligning 
feature of the pad bearings. 

The primary piston 36 includes a shoulder 60 on the 
actuator rod 42. The shoulder 60 is substantially centrally 
located along the actuator rod 42, and de?nes the effective 
piston area of the primary piston against Which hydraulic 
?uid Will act during operation of the actuator. As can be seen 
from FIG. 4, in a presently preferred embodiment, the 
shoulder 60 is an annular ring around the actuator rod 42 that 
is coupled to or machined into the actuator rod 42. 

When compared With the prior art split-piston actuator 
designs, the actuator 30 signi?cantly reduces the overall 
length of the actuator assembly and increases the sideload 
capability of the actuator. For example, for a seven (7) inch 
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stroke actuator, a split-piston actuator Would have an overall 
length of about sixty-seven and a half (67.5) inches. In an 
exemplary embodiment of a hydraulic actuator according to 
the present invention having the same stroke capability, the 
overall length of the actuator is only about forty-?ve (45) 
inches, resulting in a more compact actuator assembly. 

Additionally, as discussed above, longer strokes often 
create higher side loads on the actuator When used in 
multiple degree-of-freedom text ?xtures. To handle the 
increased side loads, a larger actuator rod diameter is 
desirable. The hydraulic actuator provided by the present 
invention permits the actuator rod diameter to be increased 
as needed to handle the side load requirements, Without 
affecting the effective piston area of the primary piston or the 
resulting force that the actuator Will produce. The effective 
piston area of the primary piston is de?ned by the shoulder 
60, and thus can be established independent of the rod 
diameter to provide the desired actuator force. In prior art 
split-piston actuator designs, the effective piston area is 
determined by the rod diameter as the hydraulic ?uid acts 
against one end of the piston rod. Thus, the rod diameter 
cannot be varied independently of the effective piston area 
to accommodate the increased side load requirements. 

Moreover, the support bearings 40 of the actuator 30 are 
farther apart than the respective bearings utiliZed in the prior 
art split-piston actuator design, Which further improves the 
side load capability of the actuator. 

Referring noW to FIG. 6, the hydraulic servo valve 38 is 
illustrated mounted to an outer surface 62 of the actuator 
central housing 32. The hydraulic servo valve 38 controls 
primary piston movement by producing a controllable fre 
quency input for inducing vibration motion directly to the 
piston. As illustrated, the hydraulic servo valve 38 includes 
a pilot valve 39, such as a V20 pilot valve Which controls a 
slave valve 41, such as a V140 slave valve. Hydraulic ?uid 
?oWs from the servo valve 38 into the bore 34 of the actuator 
housing, and alternatively acts on opposite sides 60A, 60B 
of the shoulder 60 to reciprocate or vibrate the primary 
piston 36 at the frequency set by the input of the servo valve 
38. 
One of the advantages of the external mounting of the 

servo valve 38 is that the servo valve can be removed and 
installed Without disturbing the actuator housing and piston 
assembly. This is not possible in a split-piston actuator 
design Where the servo valve assembly is an integral part of 
the actuator housing and piston assembly. 

Additionally, the external mounting of the servo valve 
does not signi?cantly affect the actuator’s performance 
capability. Hydraulic ?uid is a compressible substance, and 
thus the hydraulic stiffness of an actuator is affected by the 
total trapped volume of hydraulic ?uid betWeen the servo 
valve and the piston. MinimiZing this volume is desirable for 
improving the high frequency response of the actuator. By 
providing an integral servo valve in the actuator housing, the 
prior art split-piston design effectively minimiZed the total 
trapped volume of hydraulic ?uid by reducing the distance 
betWeen the servo valve and the piston. External mounting 
of the servo valve Will produce some additional trapped 
volume of hydraulic ?uid due to the relative position 
betWeen the external servo valve and the piston, hoWever, in 
longer stroke applications, the additional trapped volume 
becomes a smaller percentage of the total trapped volume, 
and therefore does not signi?cantly affect the actuator’s high 
frequency response capabilities. 
As shoWn in FIG. 4, the ?oating piston assembly 44 

includes a preload piston 46, coaxial With the primary piston 
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36, Which allows the overall length of the actuator 30 to 
adjust for small changes in distance betWeen the mating 
surfaces of a structure When the structure tilts or rotates With 
respect to the actuator centerline 37. This is necessary to 
maintain constant contact betWeen the outer surfaces 50 of 
the pad bearings 48 and the respective mating surfaces of the 
vibration test ?xture support system. 

During operation of the hydraulic actuator, the preload 
piston 46 is constantly under hydraulic pressure to automati 
cally extend or retract as needed to adjust to overall length 
of the actuator 30. The preload piston 46 is preferably 
pressuriZed by the hydraulic ?uid from the servo valve 38 
Which drives the primary piston 36, although an external 
supply can alternatively be used if desired. The hydraulic 
?uid acts on an effective piston area of the preload piston, 
Which must be larger than the effective piston area of the 
primary piston. If the effective area of the preload piston is 
smaller than the effective area of the primary piston, then the 
pad bearings Will not maintain proper content With their 
mating surfaces. As can be further seen in FIG. 4, the 
hydraulic ?uid acts on an end 64 of the preload piston 46, 
and thus, end 64 de?nes the effective piston area of the 
preload piston. 

In the embodiment illustrated in FIGS. 3 and 4, the 
preload piston 46 has a smaller diameter than the actuator 
rod 42, and is located coaxially Within the end 41 of the 
actuator rod 42. A bore 66 extends into the actuator rod 42 
from end 41, and the preload piston 46 is provided in the 
bore 66 for reciprocating movement therein. The character 
istics of the preload piston are dictated, in part, by the side 
load requirements of the system. Additionally, the preload 
piston assembly is preferably designed to alloW smooth 
movement of the piston Within the bore. 
An internal port or passageWay 68 is provided through the 

primary piston 36 betWeen the bore 34 of the central housing 
32 and the bore 66 in the primary piston 36. Hydraulic ?uid 
from the servo valve 38 travels from the bore 34, through the 
passageWay 68 and enters the bore 66 at an end 69, behind 
the end 64 of the preload piston 46 to pressuriZe the preload 
piston. Additional internal ports 70 (FIG. 5) may be pro 
vided through the primary piston 36 to carry hydraulic ?uid 
from the servo valve 38 to the pad bearings 48 as needed. 
Alternatively, external ports 72 may be provided on the 
actuator housing 32 and pad bearings 48 so that suitable 
lines may be attached betWeen the external ports to carry 
hydraulic ?uid from the servo valve to the pad bearings. 
An alternate embodiment of the ?oating piston assembly 

44 is illustrated in FIG. 5. In this embodiment, a separate 
housing 74 for the preload piston 46‘ is coupled to the end 
41 of the actuator rod 42. The housing includes a bore 76 
extending into the housing 74 from one end 78 of the 
housing, and the preload piston 46‘ is provided Within the 
bore 76 for reciprocating motion therein. The operation of 
the preload piston 46‘ is substantially identical to the opera 
tion of the preload piston 46 described in connection With 
the previous embodiment of the ?oating piston assembly. 
Similar to the previous embodiment, the effective area of the 
preload piston 46‘ is greater than the effective area of the 
primary piston 36‘. For example, the preload piston 46‘ may 
have an effective area of approximately 16.62 square inches 
and the primary piston 36‘ an effective area of approximately 
15.7 square inches for a total stroke of approximately 7.0 
inches. 

In the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 5, internal passage 
Way 68‘ carries hydraulic ?uid from the servo valve to the 
?oating piston assembly to pressuriZe the preload piston. 
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The passageWay 68‘ continues through the preload piston 46‘ 
and the pad bearing 48 to provide hydraulic ?uid from the 
servo valve as needed. 

FIGS. 7 and 8 schematically illustrate a multiple-axis, 
multiple degree-of-freedom vibration test ?xture 80 utiliZing 
the hydraulic actuator 30 according to the present invention. 
The vibration test ?xture illustrated in these ?gures is a 
6-degree of freedom machine. The text ?xture 80 has a 
generally cylindrical housing that is driven by six hydraulic 
actuators 30, Which give it the required motion capability. 
The ?oating piston assembly of each hydraulic actuator 
alloWs the overall length of the actuator 30 to adjust for 
small changes in distance betWeen the mating surfaces of 
cylindrical housing When the test ?xture tilts or rotates With 
respect to the actuator centerline 37. Thus the outer surfaces 
50 of the pad bearings 48 remain in constant contact With a 
respective mating surface of the vibration test ?xture support 
system. 

While various embodiments of this invention have been 
shoWn and described, it Would be apparent to those skilled 
in the art that many more modi?cations are possible Without 
departing from the inventive concept herein. For example, 
although the ?oating piston assembly is illustrated and 
described as being on one end of the actuator, it may 
alternatively be positioned on either end of the actuator. It is, 
therefore, to be understood that, Within the scope of the 
appended claims, this invention may be practiced otherWise 
than as speci?cally described. 
What is claimed is: 
1. Ahydraulic actuator for use in vibration test equipment, 

the actuator comprising: 
a central housing having a primary bore extending along 

an axis through the housing; 
a primary piston having an actuator rod extending 
betWeen opposing ends and a radially outWardly 
extending shoulder positioned betWeen the piston ends 
to de?ne a ?rst effective piston area, the primary piston 
positioned along the axis Within the primary bore for 
reciprocating motion therein; and 

a ?oating piston assembly coupled to one end of the 
primary piston, the ?oating piston assembly having a 
preload piston axially aligned With the primary piston 
and de?ning a second effective piston area, 

Wherein the second effective piston area is greater than the 
?rst effective piston area. 

2. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 1, and further 
comprising a hydraulic servo valve operatively coupled to 
the primary bore for controlling movement of the primary 
piston Within the primary bore. 

3. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 1, and further 
comprising a pair of pad bearings at opposite ends of the 
actuator, one pad bearing being coupled to an end of the 
preload piston and the other pad bearing coupled to the end 
of the primary piston opposite the ?oating piston assembly. 

4. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 1, and further 
comprising a pair of support bearings coupled to and aligned 
With opposite ends of the central housing such that each end 
of the primary piston extends through one of the support 
bearings. 

5. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 1 Wherein the 
primary piston comprises a constant diameter actuator rod 
having a larger diameter shoulder to de?ne annular ?rst 
effective piston areas on opposing sides of the shoulder. 

6. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 1 Wherein the 
preload piston comprises a ?rst end Which de?nes the 
second effective piston area. 
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7. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 1 wherein the 
?oating piston assembly comprises an axially aligned pre 
load bore extending into one end of the actuator rod of the 
primary piston, and Wherein the preload piston is positioned 
Within the preload bore for reciprocating motion therein. 

8. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 1 Wherein the 
?oating piston assembly comprises a preload housing 
coupled to one end of the primary piston, the preload 
housing having a preload bore axially aligned With the 
primary piston and Wherein the preload piston is positioned 
Within the preload bore for axial reciprocating motion 
therein. 

9. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 8 Wherein the 
preload piston is actuated by a hydraulic ?uid directed from 
the hydraulic servo valve. 

10. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 9 Wherein 
the primary piston further comprises an internal passageWay 
from the primary bore to the ?oating piston assembly, for 
carrying hydraulic ?uid from hydraulic servo valve to the 
preload bore. 

11. A hydraulic actuator comprising: 
a central housing having a primary bore extending along 

a ?rst axis; 

a hydraulic servo valve ?uidly coupled to the primary 
bore; 

a primary piston having a shoulder portion With a pair of 
outWardly extending actuator rods, each of the rods 
extending along the ?rst axis from an opposing side of 
the shoulder, the shoulder extending radially outWardly 
from the actuator rods to de?ne an annular effective 
area on either side of the shoulder relative to the 
actuator rods and against Which hydraulic ?uid from 
the servo valve acts to reciprocally drive the primary 
piston Within the primary bore; and 

a preload piston coupled to one end of the primary piston 
and axially aligned With the primary piston, the preload 
piston de?ning a second effective piston area Which is 
larger than either of the annular effective piston areas, 
and against Which hydraulic ?uid from the servo valve 
acts, pressuriZing the preload piston to alloW for adjust 
ment of a length of the actuator. 

12. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 11, and 
further comprising a pair of pad bearings at opposite ends of 
the actuator, one pad bearing coupled an end of the preload 
piston and the other pad bearing coupled to the end of the 
primary piston opposite the ?oating piston assembly. 

13. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 11, and 
further comprising a pair of support bearings coupled to and 
aligned With opposite ends of the central housing such that 
each actuator rod extends through one of the support bear 
mgs. 

14. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 11 Wherein 
the actuator rods and the shoulder are an integral piece and 
Wherein each of the annular effective areas is substantially 
the same. 

15. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 11 Wherein 
the preload piston comprises a ?rst end Which de?nes the 
second effective piston area. 

16. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 11 Wherein 
the ?oating piston assembly comprises an axially aligned 
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preload bore extending into an end of one of the actuator 
rods of the primary piston and Wherein the preload piston is 
positioned Within the preload bore for reciprocating motion 
therein. 

17. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 11 Wherein 
the ?oating piston assembly comprises a preload housing 
coupled to one end of the primary piston, the preload 
housing having a preload bore axially aligned With the 
primary piston and Wherein the preload piston is positioned 
Within the preload bore for axial reciprocating motion 
therein. 

18. A hydraulic actuator for use in vibration testing 
equipment, the hydraulic actuator comprising: 

a central housing having a primary bore extending along 
a ?rst axis betWeen a pair of opposing sides; 

a pair of support bearings, each bearing being coupled to 
one of the sides of the central housing; 

a hydraulic servo valve externally mounted on the central 
housing; 

a primary piston having a cylindrical shoulder portion 
With a pair of outWardly extending actuator rods, each 
of the actuator rods extending along the ?rst axis from 
an opposing side of the axially aligned shoulder, the 
shoulder extending radially outWardly from the actua 
tor rods to de?ne an annular effective area on either side 

of the shoulder relative to the actuator rods and against 
Which hydraulic ?uid from the servo valve acts to 
reciprocally drive the primary piston Within the primary 
bore, each of the actuator rods extending outWardly 
from the central housing and through a respective one 
of the support bearings; and 

a ?oating piston assembly coupled to one end of the 
primary piston, the ?oating piston assembly having a 
pressuriZed preload piston axially aligned With the 
primary piston, Wherein the preload piston has an end 
de?ning a second effective piston area Which is greater 
than the annular effective piston area of the primary 
piston and Wherein the pressuriZed preload piston 
alloWs for adjustment of a length of the actuator; and 

a pair of pad bearings on opposite ends of the actuator, 
one pad bearing being coupled to an end of the actuator 
rod and the other pad bearing being coupled to an end 
of the preload piston opposite the second effective 
piston area. 

19. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 18 Wherein 
the primary piston comprises a passageWay betWeen the 
bore in the central housing and the end of the primary piston 
adjacent the second effective piston area, the passageWay for 
transferring hydraulic ?uid betWeen the ?oating piston 
assembly and the hydraulic servo valve. 

20. The hydraulic actuator according to claim 18 Wherein 
the ?oating piston assembly comprises a cylindrical preload 
piston that is slidable supported Within an open bore extend 
ing axially inWardly into an end of one of the actuator rods, 
the ?oating piston assembly adapted to adjust for variations 
in required piston stroke. 

* * * * * 


